Abstract. The hand preferences of orang-utans have been studied to a lesser extent than those of the other great apes and there has been no previous investigation of free-ranging orang-utans. Left and right hand use by rehabilitated orang-utans living in their natural environment was scored during feeding and self-touching of the face, head and body. The scores were ranked according to three categories designating the degree of finger flexion and manipulation. A total of 43 subjects ranging in age from 1.5 to 28 years were scored, although the sample size varied for each condition. A significant left-hand preference within a subgroup of 31 subjects was found for scratching and for fine manipulation of parts of the face, the strength of this preference increasing with age. Left-hand preferences were present also for some of the categories of head and body touching, but not to the same degree as those for face touching. No group bias for either a left-or right-hand preference was found for hand use in feeding, although some individuals displayed significant left-or right-hand preferences for unimanual holding of food when in either the hanging or propped position and half of the subjects had a preferred hand for fine manipulation in bimanual feeding. Undifferentiated hand use during bimanual feeding was more characteristic of young orang-utans, and older females were more likely to have a right-hand preference. No hand preferences were found for touching conspecifics and sucking fingers or toes, but two out of four mothers displayed a preferred side for carrying the baby.
Abstract. The hand preferences of orang-utans have been studied to a lesser extent than those of the other great apes and there has been no previous investigation of free-ranging orang-utans. Left and right hand use by rehabilitated orang-utans living in their natural environment was scored during feeding and self-touching of the face, head and body. The scores were ranked according to three categories designating the degree of finger flexion and manipulation. A total of 43 subjects ranging in age from 1.5 to 28 years were scored, although the sample size varied for each condition. A significant left-hand preference within a subgroup of 31 subjects was found for scratching and for fine manipulation of parts of the face, the strength of this preference increasing with age. Left-hand preferences were present also for some of the categories of head and body touching, but not to the same degree as those for face touching. No group bias for either a left-or right-hand preference was found for hand use in feeding, although some individuals displayed significant left-or right-hand preferences for unimanual holding of food when in either the hanging or propped position and half of the subjects had a preferred hand for fine manipulation in bimanual feeding. Undifferentiated hand use during bimanual feeding was more characteristic of young orang-utans, and older females were more likely to have a right-hand preference. No hand preferences were found for touching conspecifics and sucking fingers or toes, but two out of four mothers displayed a preferred side for carrying the baby. 1996 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour Preferential hand use or handedness is one of the most accessible measures reflecting lateralization of brain function, an aspect of brain organization now known to be characteristic of a wide range of species (Bradshaw & Rogers 1993) . The earlier studies of hand use in primates failed to find a population bias for left or right handedness, even though individual primates preferred to use one hand or the other (Warren 1980). However, an important review by MacNeilage et al. (1987) pointed out the inadequacy of the literature particularly in terms of the number of primate species sampled and in the sample sizes of those species studied. Re-assessment of some of the earlier data led MacNeilage et al. (1987) to the conclusion that there was more than simply suggestive evidence for handedness at a group or population level in a number of species: left handedness for visually guided acts of manual prehension and right handedness for fine manipulation. The recent volume edited by Ward & Hopkins (1993) arrived at a similar conclusion, but most of the contributors to this volume agreed that there is a great need for more data collection on handedness in primates, using improved methodology and more creative experimental paradigms. There is also a need to increase sample sizes and to use more demanding tasks, as handedness appears to be more obvious in tasks of greater difficulty (Fagot & Vauclair 1991) . In fact, Fragaszy & Adams-Curtis (1993) emphasized the value of using bilateral tasks to assess the relative use of either hand.
Moreover, we should stress the need for assessing handedness in primates living in their natural environment and in species-typical patterns of social interaction. Primates living in captivity have relatively limited access to objects that can be manipulated, or very little object choice, and they
